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What Do I Call You: What Does It Mean? 
Philip E. Lampe 
As in most sayings, the folk wisdom embodied in 
the adage "A rose by any other name ... " is greatly 
over-simplified and at best only half true. Volumi-
nous research has indicated that what we call things, 
and people, does matter. First, our perceptions and 
subsequent actions are influenced by what we name, 
hence expect of, an object. Second, in the case of 
people, who can react to a name, a choice of appella-
tions can be critical. 
In the same way, a personally selected change of 
names on the part of an individual can be significant. 
It often indicates a corresponding change of attitude, 
aspiration and/or status. 
Groups Also Search 
This search for identity is not limited to indi-
viduals; it is also a group phenomenon. In recent 
years there have been numerous changes in the terms 
preferred by ethnic minorities. These changes are re-
lated, among other things, to time and place. Among 
members of our largest ethnic minority popular terms 
of self identity include Coloredi Negro, (and more re-
cently) Black and Afro-American. A similar pattern 
of change in self-identification can be noted among 
our second largest ethnic minority who have variously 
expressed preference for the terms Latin American, 
Spanish-American, Spanish-speaking, Mexican American 
and Chicano.2 
Currently, the terms Black and Chicano appear to 
be those most popularly applied to the respective 
groups, but a question of importance that comes to 
mind is, "What do the individuals themselves wish to 
be called?" Obviously, it is only the individuals 
themselves who can answer this question. 
A related question of interest is, "What, if any-
thing, does the individual's preference mean or indi-
cate?" Anselm Strauss stated, "The names that are 
adopted voluntarily reveal even more tellingly the 
indissoluble tie between name and self-image. The 
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changing of names marks a rite of passage. It means 
such things as that the person wants to have the kind 
of name he thinks represents him as a person, does not 
want any longer to be the kind of person that his pre-
vious name signified."3 
Each of the ethnic designations calls to mind a 
certain meaning, concept or stereotype, which may be 
different, at least to some degree, from all others. 
To the extent that these meanings, concepts and 
stereotypes are conunonly known and held, they will be 
a factoT. in the selection process, whether referring 
to oneself or someone else. The term Chicano, for 
example, generally carries the connotations, at least 
in the minds of many Anglos, of strong ethnic identity, 
radicalism, political and civil rights activism and, 
consequently, hostility towards Anglos . 
Because of these questions and assumptions, an 
attempt was made to find some answers to two specific 
points raised: first, what do the individual members 
of the two largest minority groups prefer as an ethnic 
designation, and second, is there any relationship be-
tween the preferred designation and the prejudice, 
positive or negative, toward other major ethnic groups. 
Research Project 
In 1972 a study was conducted in San Antonio, 
Texas, among eighth-grade students in twelve schools. 
Students at six randomly selected public and six paro-
chial schools were given a questionnaire to answer 
anonymously, indicating among other things ethnic 
background of parents, sex, religion and occupation 
of parents or principal breadwinners. Respondents 
were also asked to indicate which of the following 
terms they would prefer to be identified as: Ameri-
can, Mexican American, Spanish American, Chicano, 
Latin American, Negro, Black American or Anglo 
American. In addition, the questionnaire included 
items which directed the respondent to rank in order 
of preference the following ethnic groups: Anglo, 
Mexican American, Jew, Negro and Oriental. It was 
stressed, however, that ties could occur between two 
or more groups and if the respondent felt no prefer-
ence whatsoever for any of the groups he or she 
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should mark the space indicating "no preference." 
Preferred Ethnic Labels 
The results revealed that there were 357 minority 
group students in the sample, 27 of whom were Black 
and 330 of whom were Mexican American. This great 
numerical differential reflects several factors. 
First, in San Antonio the ratio of Mexican Americans 
to Blacks is almost 7:1. Second, there is a much 
greater dispersion of Mexican Americans throughout 
the city. Third, no schools were selected in the 
Black area. 
In terms of percentages, the data showed that 
there was approximately equal representation of males 
and females, while the distribution by socioeconomic 
class was 28 percent in the middle class, 65 percent 
in the working class and 7 percent who, because of 
the nature of their response, were unable to be clas-
sified according to Hollingshead's classification 
system.4 
Overall, the preferred ethnic designation for 
those of African descent is Black American, followed 
by Negro and in a distant last place, American. 
For those of Mexican descent the preferences 
were, respectively: Mexican American, American, 
Chicano, Spanish American, Latin American, Mexican 
and Anglo American . 
By sex, black females indicated a preference for 
the term Negro, while most males opted for the term 
Black American. Since Mexican American respondents 
had a greater variety of designations to choose from, 
there was less consensus shown for any single ethnic 
designation. The greatest percentage of both males 
and females chose the term Mexican American, with 
American a somewhat distant second and Chicano an 
even more distant third choice. Males were more 
prone to choose the term Chicano than were females. 
Preferences by class indicated that one-half of 
the Black working class respondents preferred to be 
called Black Americans. Middle class respondents were 
evenly divided between the choices Black American and 
Negro. As was the case when considering the sex of 
the Mexican American respondents, there was no 
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difference between the middle and working class prefer-
ences. Once again the order of preference was Mexican 
American, American and Chicano. 
By school system, it was found that the majority 
of Blacks in the public school system preferred to be 
called Black Americans, while in th~ parochial school 
system over one-half chose the more traditional term 
Negro. Only one individual in each system wanted to 
be known as American. The school system made little 
difference in what Mexican Americans preferred to be 
called. In both school systems the largest percentage 
indicated a preference for Mexican American, followed 
by American and then Chicano. Therefore, this partic-
ular order of preference never varied regardless of 
the variable controlled or the manner of grouping the 
respondents. It should be noted, however, that public 
school students did choose the term Chicano with much 
greater frequency than did their parochial school 
counterparts. 
Labels and Prejudice 
In order to consider the preferred ethnic desig-
nation and its possible relationship to ethnic prej-
udice, only the Mexican American sample was utilized. 
This was done because of the relatively small total 
number of Blacks in our sample which, when subdivided 
by preferred designations, would have resulted in 
categories too small to be of practical use. Like-
wise, not all Mexican American respondents could be 
utilized since all questionnaires which were incom-
plete or exhibited irregularities were eliminated. 
The final sample consisted of 220 Mexican Ameri-
can respondents, with a little more than one-half (55 
percent) of whom were attending parochial schools. As 
with the larger group, the majority of these respon-
dents (111) indicated a preference for the term Mexi-
can American, followed by American (75) and Chicano 
(26). The remaining eight preferences were evenly 
divided between the terms Spanish American and Anglo 
American. While these latter two groups were too 
small to consider the data resulting from their re-
sponses as scientifically valid, they are discussed 
because they may provide us with some important 
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insights. 
As may have been expected, the least amount of 
prejudice was expressed against the respondents' own 
ethnic group. In most cases, this was followed by 
Anglos and Negroes, with the difference between the 
two usually very slight. Generally there was much 
more prejudice expressed against Jews and Orientals, 
most frequently in that order, although there was some 
variation. Parochial school respondents generally 
tended to be more consistent in their somewhat greater 
prejudice against Jews, which is not surprising since 
ca~echism class teaches the persecution of Jesus by 
the Jews. However, they also indicated "no prefer-
ence" more often than did those from public schools. 
Perhaps the most striking feature of the results was 
the general agreement expressed by the respondents, 
regardless of their particular self-designation or 
the school system attended. 
Those who preferred to be called Chicano showed a 
slightly greater preference for their own ethnic group 
than did their fellow ethnic members who selected some 
other designation. In the parochial school system re-
spondents who identified themselves as Chicano ex-
pressed a much greater degree of preference for Negroes 
than for Anglos. This was not true, however, in public 
schools where the order was reversed. 
Respondents opting for the term Mexican American 
indicated, that, after their own group, there was not 
much difference in order of preference between Anglos 
and Negroes, although in public schools the former 
group received a slight edge. 
For those choosing to be called Anglo American, 
in all cases the offspring of ethnically exogamous mar-
riages, Anglos were preferred over every other ethnic 
group. Their second choice was for Mexican Americans, 
although in one case "no preference" was indicated. 
These respondents, therefore, identified with the eth-
nic group of the parent of general higher social 
status. 
Students who selected the term Spanish American 
expressed their top three choices to be Mexican Ameri-
cans, Negroes and Anglos, in that order, except in the 
public schools where only one respondent so identified 
himself. 
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Those respondents who preferred to be called 
Americans indicated a somewhat greater degree of pref-
erence for their own ethnic group, although this was 
less than that expressed by those selecting any other 
self-designation, with the exception of Anglo American. 
There was overall agreement in both school systems on 
the order of preference: Mexican American, Anglo, 
Negro, Oriental and Jew. Based on the range of the 
comparative percentages of preference, this group of 
respondents calling themselves Americans exhibited 
the least amount of prejudice for or against the vari-
ous ethnic groups involved. 
When all respondents from public schools are com-
bined, regardless of self-designation, and compared 
with those from parochial schools, it appears that 
there is very little difference in the order or de-
gree of ethnic prejudice. Those in public schools 
did, nevertheless, express a slightly greater prefer-
ence for their own ethnic group, while at the same 
time indicating slightly less for Negroes and Orien-
tals. 
Some Observations and Speculations 
Regarding self-identifying ethnic terms, two 
things are readily apparent: First, there is a change 
in self-identification taking place, and second, there 
is no unanimity or even consensus regarding this iden-
tification. It is still largely a matter of individ-
ual choice. 
In the selection of self-identifying terms the 
major difference between public and parochial school 
respondents appears to be that a larger percentage of 
those from public schools prefer to be known as 
Chicanos and Blacks. Thus, if the self-designations 
selected are intuitively categorized as "radical" or 
"conservative" for each of the two ethnic groups, it 
appears that parochial school respondents were more 
conservative in their selection. This is in agreement 
with the findings of Gerhard Lenski that a Catholic 
educ~tion tends to promote conservatism and conform-
ity. The study likewise revealed that, in general, 
females appear to be more conforming and conservative 
in their stated preferences. More females than males 
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preferred to be called American or Mexican American 
and Negro. These are the terms most commonly applied 
to them by the rest of society. This is consistent 
with the results of much psychological research which 
has found females to be more conforming and less ag-
gressive than males.6 
In regard to the question of the relationship be-
tween self-identity and ethnic prejudice, it appears 
that one does indeed exist, however slight. Although 
there did not appear to be much difference between 
those respondents who identified themselves as Chicano 
or Mexican American, there was a noticeable difference 
between these and the respondents who preferred to be 
known as American or Anglo American. The principal 
difference involved the degree of preference expressed 
for the Mexican American and Anglo ethnic groups. 
Those Mexican Americans calling themselves American 
or Anglo American indicated a relatively smaller de-
gree of preference for their own ethnic group, and a 
relatively greater degree of preference for the Anglo 
group than was expressed by the respondents overall. 
This closer identification with, and greater ac-
ceptance of, Anglos may prove to be economically and 
socially functional for these latter groups. Since 
Anglos tend to be the dominant group in the United 
States today with political and economic control, it 
is extremely difficult to achieve success in these 
realms if one is an "outsider." By the same token, 
however, this greater identification with Anglos could 
prove psychologically dysfunctional if the Anglos re-
fuse to accept these individuals who may alienate many 
of their own ethnic group by the pro-Anglo stance. 
The result may be a marginal position for these people 
who find themselves not fully accepted by either eth-
nic group. 
Respondents self-identifying as Anglo Americans 
were the most pro-Anglo of all and, in fact, selected 
it as their reference group. Since these respondents, 
as mentioned earlier, were from ethnically mixed mar-
riages, they have, for whatever reason, chosen to 
identify with the ancestry of the Anglo parent. Due 
to their mixed parentage it may be said that they can 
just as validly and .correctly choose one lineage as 
the other, and each of the ethnic designations offered 
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does, with the possible exception of the term American, 
force the respondent to select one side of his family 
over the other. However, this freedom of choice is in 
fact not generally accorded to these individuals by 
society, at least not to those who have a Spanish sur-
name. In this case, not only society in general but 
even the government and social scientists as well pre-
empt this possibility of selection and classify them 
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